November 28, 2018
The Honorable Ron Johnson
Chairman
Senate Homeland Security and Governmental
Affairs Committee
340 Dirksen Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Claire McCaskill
Ranking Member
Senate Homeland Security and Governmental
Affairs Committee
340 Dirksen Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

Dear Chairman Johnson and Ranking Member McCaskill:
We write to you in advance of your hearing on the nomination of Ronald D. Vitiello to be
Assistant Secretary for Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) at the Department of
Homeland Security.1 While the Electronic Privacy Information Center (EPIC) takes no stance on any
particular nominee, effective oversight begins with scrutiny during the nomination process. We
therefore urge you to consider these issues as you engage with Mr. Vitiello.
I.

ICE Must Ensure the Accuracy and Safety of Commercial Databases It Uses

ICE contracts with private companies to build vast databases of personal information that
make secret determinations about employment, travel, and criminal investigations. Palantir, a
secretive data mining firm, provides “management and analysis software” for key ICE systems.2
ICE’s FALCON and Investigative Case Management (ICM) systems pull together personal data
from across the federal government to make determinations about individuals’ fitness for
employment, travel, or whether those individuals should be investigated by law enforcement.3 EPIC
has filed a FOIA lawsuit against ICE for information on the agency’s relationship with Palantir and
details of the databases Palantir helped create.4
These systems, largely shielded from Congressional oversight, create considerable risk to
civil liberties. These databases and private companies’ processing decisions are not subject to
scrutiny. While ICE conducted a Privacy Impact Assessment, the Assessment specifically found that
ICE does not verify the accuracy of the data relied upon by the FALCON database.5 Despite the
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clear dangers of the system, ICE does not provide users any notice that their data is being used or
any opportunity to opt-out of the system.6 Users are therefore subject to risks of data misuse, theft, or
breach. ICE further compounds the risk by exempting the databases from many Privacy Act and
disclosure requirements, actions EPIC opposed in public comments to the agency.7
Before confirming any nominee to lead ICE, Congress should ensure that systems being used
to track or make inferences about individuals are accurate, fair, transparent, and secure. Specifically,
this committee should ask the nominee:
•
•
•
•
II.

What specific steps will ICE take to ensure that data in the FALCON and ICM systems is
accurate?
How does ICE ensure algorithms used to analyze the personal information in these databases
do not result in impermissible or illegal bias or profiling?
What specific security measures does ICE have in place to ensure the massive amounts of
individual data is protected from breach, misuse, and theft?
How does ICE ensure that databases it uses comply with Privacy Act protections?
ICE Must Follow Minimum Procedures When Conducting Searches of Mobile Devices
at the Border

Searches of cell phones and other electronic devices by border agencies have skyrocketed in
recent years. In 2017, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) searched 30,200 electronic devices
of individuals entering and leaving the United States—almost a 60% increase from 2016.8 Searches
of mobile devices are “basic” or “forensic.” The government may conduct a “basic” search—where
an agent manually searches the device for information—with no suspicion of wrongdoing.
In 2013, the Ninth Circuit ruled that the government must have reasonable suspicion to
conduct a “forensic” search, where an agent connects another device to conduct a search.9 Following
that decision, CBP updated its policy to require the reasonable suspicion nationwide.10 Despite this,
ICE has failed to follow suit, and has not issued new guidance on mobile device searches at the
border. This is troubling since it is often ICE agents who conduct searches of mobile devices. EPIC
has sued ICE to gain access to information on warrantless searches at the border.11
ICE must adhere to minimum Fourth Amendment standards of suspicion when conducting
searches. This committee should ask:
6
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•
•
III.

What guidance is in place for agents conducting searches of mobile devices at the
U.S. border? Will ICE make that guidance public?
Will ICE publish updated guidance that reflects the reasonable suspicion standard
from Cotterman? If not, why not?

Use of Social Media Profiling

ICE has repeatedly expressed interest in monitoring social media profiles to collect
information on immigrants.12 The agency hired an outside contractor to “monitor public social
communications on the Internet,” including the public comments sections of the New York Times,
Los Angeles Times, Huffington Post, Drudge, Wired’s tech blogs, and ABC News.13 ICE further
sought to establish “extreme vetting” programs that would use secret algorithms to determine visa
eligibility.14 EPIC warned that “the use of information technology to identify individuals that may
pose a specific threat to the United States” implicates a “complex problem [that] necessarily involves
subjective judgments.”15 Though that program was abandoned,16 ICE left the door open to develop
and implement similar or more intrusive programs, and has continued to contract with surveillance
firms to mine social media information.17 This is especially troubling given the agency’s insistence
that social media profiles should be exempted from Privacy Act protections.18
This committee must ensure that surveillance programs do not encroach the civil liberties and
constitutional rights of Americans. Specifically, the committee should ask:
•
•
•
•

How does ICE intend to use social media data acquired in this way?
Who will the social media information be shared with and under what specific
circumstances?
How will ICE prevent at-risk communities from being scrutinized more harshly for
exercising their First Amendment rights?
Will ICE use the social media information to obtain additional data from social media
companies?
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IV.

Ensure Privacy Protections for Individuals in the DACA Program

Since a DHS memo rescinded DACA, EPIC has followed closely the privacy risks associated
with the scheduled end of the program.19 DACA was established in 2012.20 The 2012 DHS Privacy
Impact Assessment (PIA) for DACA assured that information provided by individuals in DACA
requests is “protected from disclosure to ICE and CBP for the purpose of immigration enforcement
proceedings” except in special circumstances.21 This protection was extended to family members and
guardians of applicants. Between 2012 and 2017, over 800,000 DACA applicants submitted their
personally identifiable biographic and biometric information to DHS.22 This information includes
birth certificates, employment records, bank records, housing records, transcripts, medical records,
religious information, military records, information related to interactions with law enforcement,
insurance documents, signatures, descriptive information such as height, weight, and ethnicity,
biometric photos, and full fingerprints.23
DACA applicants submitted their information to DHS for the exclusive purpose of being
considered for deferred action. This disclosure was made with the explicit understanding that their
personal information would be subject to privacy protections. The memo rescinding DACA fails to
address the privacy risks associated with using data collected from DACA application. There is no
new or updated PIA stating what will happen with the personal data collected to determine eligibility
for deferred action. In addition, DHS has failed to make concrete assurances it will maintain the
protections promised in the 2012 PIA and set out usage described in the I-821D form and
instructions. Former Acting Secretary of Homeland Security Elaine Duke explicitly stated that DHS
would not promise to use DACA applicants’ information exclusively for the purposes it was
collected.24
This committee should ensure that DACA applicants receive the privacy protections to which
they are entitled. Specifically, the committee should ask:
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•
•

Will the personal information provided by DACA applicants be used exclusively for its
intended purpose of determining deferred action eligibility, as stated in the original Privacy
Impact Assessment for the program?
Will ICE issue a new or updated PIA describing the privacy implications of its decision to
rescind DACA and outlining its strategy for insuring that information provided by DACA
recipients will be safe from misuse?

As surveillance technology becomes increasingly powerful and pervasive, it is critical that
the Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee ensure that individuals’ rights are
protected.
We appreciate the Committee’s attention to this issue and ask that this statement be entered
into the hearing record. EPIC looks forward to continuing to work with the Committee on issues of
vital importance to the American public.
Sincerely,
/s/ Marc Rotenberg
Marc Rotenberg
EPIC President

/s/ Caitriona Fitzgerald
Caitriona Fitzgerald
EPIC Policy Director

/s/ Jeramie D. Scott
Jeramie D. Scott
EPIC National Security Counsel

/s/ Jeff Gary
Jeff Gary
EPIC Legislative Fellow
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